Arginine in the critical care setting.
Arginine is a nonessential amino acid in the normal physiological state that becomes conditionally essential during periods of hypermetabolic stress. Recent literature supports the hypothesis that arginine plays an important role in the intermediary metabolism of the critically ill patient. Current critical care literature is conflicting on arginine use in the clinical setting, with some proposing it as a panacea, whereas others report it as poison. Multiple individual reports and at least 5 major meta-analyses using combinations of immune-modulating nutrients have reported mostly beneficial results, but few have evaluated the effects of arginine when given as a single supplemental nutrient. This review attempts to objectively analyze the literature and evaluate the potential role of arginine in the critical care setting.